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httpMen stumble over the truth from time to time,
but most pick themselves up and hurry off as
if nothing happened.Winston Churchill (1874-1965)
Prime Minister of Great Britain
There is no question about it, radiology has changed
dramatically since I was a resident. Over the course of my
career, cross-sectional imaging has become incredibly
sophisticated, for instance. The slow computed tomographies
of the first year in my residency have been replaced by
gunfire-rapid dual-energy computed tomographies that
produce thousands of slices in just a few seconds. Interven-
tional radiologists have radically changed the way that
numerous diseases are treated. That diagnostic staple of
radiology during my time, barium examinations, have
rapidly waned now and comprise only a vestigial part of
most radiology practices.
But it is not just the technical side of radiology that has
changed. Many other aspects are also markedly different.
Any of us involved in radiology journalism (publishing)
and research are well aware of the growing importance of
institutional review boards, also known as ethics commit-
tees. When we were residents, prospective trials in many
institutions required ethics committee approval. Generally,
retrospective studies and most other research undertakings
and publications were exempt. Certainly, in my own
institution, this has changed quite profoundly. Not only
prospective studies but retrospective studies must go
through institutional review board approval before
a project is even started. In many jurisdictions, the process
is even more universal, with even case reports requiring
approval before being considered for submission to
journals.
There is no doubt that most of this is very well inten-
tioned. It is important that the institutions involved, as well
as radiologists performing research, do so in an ethical and6-5371/$ - see front matter  2012 Canadian Association of Radiologists. A
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themselves. The older literature is replete with all sorts of
studies that, by today’s standards, seem ethically question-
able, not to mention potentially unsafe. Institutions also have
a strong motivation to protect themselves from medicolegal
liability.
In an effort to stick to a high ethical standard, ethics
committees have drawn up methodologies that are often
breathtakingly thorough and very detailed. There seems to be
no universally accepted standard across jurisdictions, which
results in extensive variability from one place to the next.
This is certainly noticeable by those of us who are involved
in multicentre trials. In many institutions, the forms that need
to be filled out are often impressively comprehensive,
detailed, tedious, Byzantine, and frankly intimidating.
Having gone through this several times myself, I can vouch
that the process is significantly off-putting and remarkably
time consuming to complete. This has resulted in many
departments hiring research assistants or research nurses who
spend a significant portion of their time filling out these
forms and shepherding them through the often complicated
process of seeking final ethics approval, which is all very
well for large radiology departments, but what about the rest
of us?
As the editor of a smaller radiology journal, I am
cognizant of the fact that many radiologists in smaller
institutions, especially those in nonacademic community
practices, often have excellent ideas for research projects
and/or potential articles that would be of great interest
to the radiology community. For people in this situation,
who do not have the resources of a department with
dedicated staff, seeking ethics approval can be an over-
whelming and, frankly, markedly obstructive process.
Even within our own department, many junior staff and
trainees are put off of doing research when faced with
the user-unfriendly process of getting ethics approval. I
suspect that this is even more so for radiologists in
smaller centres. Although not the intended consequencell rights reserved.
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a great deal of research and innovation that potentially
could emerge is being smothered under a suffocating
blanket of user-hostile ethics committee applications.
I have no doubt that these committees would claim
that this is not their intention, and they probably do
not believe that the process is as intimidating or complex
as outsiders do; after all, they are very fluent and
comfortable with the process that they deal with
every day.
If we are not to stifle innovation and good research, it is
important that we remain very cognizant of how crucial it is
to not shut down the inquisitiveness and enthusiasm of
investigators.Peter L. Munk, MD, CM, FRCPC
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